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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Monday, March 14th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library’s
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Theatre Arts Department
Head, [Professor] Paul Mitri. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection
project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection project graduate
intern.
Good afternoon, [Professor] Mitri.

PM:

Good afternoon. Thanks for having me.
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TW:

So, when did you start you career at Utah State University? And also, maybe perhaps, talk about
the position you held prior to arriving at Utah State University.

PM:

Sure. So, before here I was working at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa. And it was actually
during March of 2020 that I got the interview here; and so, I came. And right in the middle of the
interview, everything just collapsed, and stopped.
And one show that the Theatre Department had just opened, it was called “Title of Show,” (it’s a
musical) – and I was going to go see it the very next night, but I couldn’t. In fact, I believe that
the director of that got word, while we were at lunch, got word that everything was being
canceled.
So, I also remember going to my meeting with the Provost, and them turning me away and
saying, “Nope, sorry; he’s going to be very, very busy for a while.”
So, I went back, and thinking, “You know, I probably won’t get that, because I’m kind of an
omen of bad luck.” And instead, it took a little while because (as with many places) they weren’t
quite sure if searches would be allowed to continue. But within about a month, month and a half,
I got the word that I got the job offer.

[02:00]
So, now during that spring, I was actually on sabbatical; so, I only have kind of peripheral
knowledge about how my school in Hawai‘i dealt with it, and what was happening here. Even
though I didn’t officially start at Utah State until January of 2021, I did Zoom into meetings all
during the Fall of 2020. So, again – I kind of have a peripheral experience of what they were
dealing with, as they were actually here and boots on the ground.
In Hawai‘i, pretty much everything stopped. I mean, the problem with being an island is that you
are very, very insular; and they did not want to have Covid coming to their shores. So, even
though the numbers were actually really small – and actually, I remember coming right back from
my interview here, I went back to Hawai‘i, and went to a dress rehearsal for a show that one of
my grad students was directing (and I was mentoring), and that show was not allowed to continue
after that.
In fact, we probably (in hindsight), we all should not have actually been in the theatre together.
But at that point, the cases were still very, very low in Hawai‘i; but they were shutting all the
borders down.
So, yeah. So, I didn’t have – being on sabbatical, I didn’t have any direct connection with classes.
And that, for me (personally), was kind of a bad thing, because everybody else – when it came
time for the fall and classes to resume – everybody else had already figured out how to do Zoom,
how to figure out how to do an acting class online. And so, I was kind of trying to figure it out a
little bit behind everybody.
[04:05]
Now here, at Utah State, my understanding is they did not immediately go to an online format. In
fact, they resisted that quite a bit. They did a show, called “The Wolves,” where all the actors
were in masks, they did it on the main stage where they could keep a lot of distance. And they
were allowed to have like 30 people in the audience (in a 600-seat theatre). So, they did actually
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do the “The Wolves,” which was actually nice, because the director of that was the same director
of “Title of Show.” So, he was able to actually get a show up again.
And they were trying to figure out what is best practices in theatre, which is really difficult.
Because the data coming out of different places, sometimes contradictory, oftentimes similar to
(say) music, because if it is particles in the air, and you’re emoting – of course, you’re going to be
spouting those particles.
So, they put up plexiglass screens – they made and put up plexiglass screens for the acting
classes. They tried to keep everybody six feet apart, you know, good social distancing. People
wore masks, and they tried to do the best they could. I remember watching on Zoom one of the
acting showings, which was one actor on one side of the room, big partitions of the plexiglass,
and then the other actor on the other side.
There’s only so much that you can actually teach about acting with that, since it is about personal
interaction. On the one hand, you do kind of have this – an increased need to communicate
through this partition: so, that can kind of help with some of the acting values. But on the other
hand, you’re not actually able to physically touch the other person, physically make them do
anything. So, you know, you gain a little bit, you lose a lot with that, I think.
[06:23]
Then they were doing another show called “A Flea in Her Ear.” And my understanding on that –
I’ve only seen a picture or two – I believe pictures exist. But they had worked in masks into the
costume design itself. So, they were really trying to work with this pandemic and see what is
possible.
Unfortunately, the cases spiked right before that was supposed to open in November of 2021. So,
they made the decision, you know, and everybody was very sad about it, to postpone it. They did
not cancel it at that point, but they just postponed it. And I believe the whole campus went – after
Thanksgiving break, I think they did not come back in person. So, everything just shifted to an
online pivot.
And that was about the time that we were getting ready to move here. So, I got here in January;
and pretty much the first order of business, even before classes had started, is the faculty (at our
very first meeting together) said, “We need to cancel this.” Well, it was more, “We do not feel
safe.” The costume people did not feel safe being in costume fittings, in a close space; I mean,
you have to be within six feet of them.
The numbers were still very, very high in January, comparatively. There’s a lot of older people,
you know, remember this is pre-vaccine; so, we definitely had some older people, we had
immuno-compromised people, we had people that lived with immuno-compromised people. So,
the fears were real, and it was pretty much my first order of business was to cancel our spring
season, including “A Flea in Her Ear.”
[08:23]
And I would say that among the students that they were sad. I think most of them got it; but on
the other hand, some of the people really wanted to continue. They put all of that amount of work
in; it’s just a shame to not show it, you know?
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So, not only “A Flea in Her Ear,” but we also had “Our Town,” which was supposed to go up.
And then another show, which is called “The Fusion Project.” And what that is, is Professor
Shawn Fisher had created the ‘fusion’ kind of curriculum, where in the fall students, and he, and
another faculty member would devise pieces, and then he would usually go away and write it into
a script. In this case, they kept the student writing – and that was going to be our first real pivot to
an online format.
Now, other places (like Hawai‘i) had already started experimenting with online. I had had a
student who was finishing her master’s thesis, in directing, in England, who was also already
experimenting with Zoom theatre, and what can and cannot be done. But here, we were quite far
behind on that.
So, by the time that we did the pivot, and we started to do (say) “Our Town,” and other scripts
just as readings, basically, they were not full productions in any way, shape, or form (not even
open to the public). But we had to figure out, “How do you do this on Zoom?” Because there are
some little tricks to doing that. The best way (at that point) was creating a Zoom webinar.
And I had to give one of my former students who had done their thesis production, and I thought
had done a really good job – I brought them in on a Zoom call to kind of tell everybody, “These
are some things you’ve got to know. You’ve got to get your settings right,” you know. They
really tried to help us make a big jump; otherwise, it would have just been trial and error, because
we just were not ready for that.
[10:43]
So, we did some of these readings, just on Zoom, just as an opportunity for the actors to continue
working on things. Well, the Design Tech field didn’t really get too much out of that; so, they’re
kind of working in a void. And I do feel that it was the Design Tech students that probably lost
the most with this pandemic.
But by the time we got to “Fusion,” I think the amazing thing is that we bridged that gap and then
went even further. And what they created were – I can’t remember – nine new individual plays.
The actors were never in the same room together, so they had to kind of do – you know, when an
actor plays two, the same part, you know? Like “Parent Trap,” you know? One of those things.
So, they figured out how to film everything, how to do a digital background – we bought I don’t
know how many green screens. And so, the designers had to make this shift from physical things
into a digital world. And they’ve actually continued that, even into this year. They [The] work
now from, instead of like 3-D sets, into projection work has actually been one of the happy
accidents, I think, of the pandemic.
And so, that show [re[FUSE]] was actually really quite amazing. The style for each individual
piece was very individual; it wasn’t just like, “Oh, we’re going to do one show.” But every, single
piece had a different kind of artistic direction to it; they were all student-originated, studentwritten, student-acted, student-designed. And so, that project would not have happened that way
without the pandemic.
[12:42]
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So, again – happy accident; I’m sure they would still love to have it back and do it, you know, a
different way. But I do see that that has opened up a whole new field that our students (right now)
are really diving into. And we’re getting the equipment that is needed. There’s a software
program called Disguise that does projections; and so, our students are working on that. In fact,
the show I just did, “The Moors,” heavily relied on the projections. And that would not have
happened if those students had not worked on “Fusion” before that.
So, that took us into Spring of 2021. And there were many times where classes had to shift: either
somebody was sick, or you know, we did do hybrid classes. There’s only so much you can do,
though, with an acting class. And so, I would definitely say that was a huge, huge struggle.
On a personal note, my son is a film maker in the BFA Film program at the University of British
Columbia, in Vancouver – and this has been a horrible time to try to be a filmmaker, because all
of the COVID rules – trying to take film classes online just does not work at all. I mean, I think
he is definitely going to be in this lost, you know, lost generation of academia.
Another person who I do think would be interesting to talk to is one of our visiting Assistant
Professor[s] Joshua Legate, because he was finishing his master’s at the University of
Washington during the pandemic. And so, he had to deal, as a grad student, on how that worked.
And I think his thesis production was canceled, and so everything was all theoretical for him. And
then he came here, and is teaching students, also, with the knowledge of, “Hey, this didn’t work
for me, but let me help you realize your dream with this too.”
[15:00]
Yeah, so –
TW:

So, there were no public performances during that academic year 2020-2021?

PM:

No, just “The Wolves” was public, but they only allowed 30 people per, I think. Actually, was it
public? I want to say that it was limited to the Caine College of the Arts. I might be wrong on
that. But I think it was limited to not everybody could get in, could get a ticket. “Flea in Her Ear”
was canceled. The other ones were Zoom things that you had to have an invite to. And finally,
“Fusion” in April of 2021, that was public; we put it up on our YouTube channel, opened it up.
So, that was our only real public performance, and it was online.

TW:

Do you generate revenues from ticket sales for your public performances? And did that affect the
program directly or indirectly?

PM:

Yes. That revenue account had more or less been wiped out before I got here. And so, we had
very little money to use for recruiting and scholarships; and that is what my understanding of
what that index was usually used for. So, we had a non-existent recruitment during 2021, pretty
much. We just had to rely on word of mouth, people that knew about us, trying to get current
students, you know, would [to] talk to their high schools.
On the good side, our fiscal people went to bat for us. I and another professor, Michael Shipley,
wrote a ton of CARES grant money funding applications. And one of those, even though it was
denied, but our fiscal people followed through on that and did get us lost revenue money. So,
even though we didn’t have any of that for this year, those coffers have been replenished pretty
decently because of that.
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[17:17]
So, going forward – at least this coming year – yes, we can actually do some (we are doing)
recruiting trips. We do have a little bit more money for scholarship for that; not as much as they
have had in the past.
One of the things that I found out as soon as I got here was, “Hey, your budget’s been cut.”
[Laughs] “In fact, a lot.” So, you know [no] longer have money for adjuncts, you no longer have
this money that had been there in the past for scholarships and recruiting, and that kind of stuff.
So, I’m finding my way, slowly, into how can we get those funds replenished? How can we find
other ways to make funds? So, yeah – we’re trying to be real creative about getting back to where
we were, even though we have some substantial budget cuts.
TW:

Did it affect enrollment, the lack of recruiting? I mean, is enrollment down in the Theatre Arts
program? How much, in a percentage or numbers, are we talking?

PM:

Yeah, I don’t have the hard figures, so this is all anecdotal, pretty much. Yeah, we have kind of a
missing gap of a year or two [laughing] in people. Like in Design Tech (undergrad), in the BFA
program, we have a bunch of seniors who are graduating this year. So, they came in before the
pandemic, spent two years in the pandemic (two and a half). And we have a lot of freshmen
coming in. So, we did get a fair amount that kind of came out of nowhere. But we have this
middle ground of like sophomores and juniors – we just don’t have very many of.
And in terms of the numbers in our classes – I mean, our classes are kind of insular anyway; you
need to be in the program to get into most of those classes. But any of the classes that are open to
more people, like our Theatre 1013 – Understanding Theatre, that type of class – those were way
down as well. Part of it is we were listing it face-to-face, I think; and at that point, so many
people were looking for [an] online component to it.

TW:

Um-hmm.

[19:34]
PM:

So again, you make the shift, but now we kind of have to wait and see how those numbers do.
But we had to cut the number in our classes a lot. So, whereas we might have allowed some more
people to come into maybe a dance class, or you know, one of the other kind of acting classes –
we had to put a hard cap on those, because the room could not handle more than ten people, you
know?

TW:

One question that I’ve been asking teaching faculty – and you’re an administrator working with
teaching faculty – is you know, persistence rates among students, at times, can be very
challenging in normal times; but how did you find the impact Covid had on persistence in the
Theatre Arts program?

PM:

I feel for our students, because I think a lot of them struggled. I mean, they’re artists, they’re
learning to be artists. And when you take away any way of doing that art – and let’s face it, as
much as people would turn to Zoom theatre and go, “But you can still do this,” it’s just a really
poor substitute (in my personal opinion). So, I think our students were really struggling with not
only not being able to do their art, but suddenly the human component of that is at the heart of
theatre was ripped away from them as well.
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They were told, “Do not party; do not go near anybody else. If you want any chance of doing a
show, keep your mask on, stay away from anybody,” right? And so, yeah – it was kind of like
being in a bubble. And for the most part, they have done a really, really good job with that.
We’ve had breakthrough cases, and we’ve had to cancel a performance even; but it was not for
lack of trying and really being diligent to what was needed to make sure that the show could go
on. COVID still found its way in there.
[21:40]
TW:

Another question that I’ve been asking is how did the mental health of, especially that first full
academic year 2020-2021, how did the mental health aspect work with the faculty, and the staff in
the Theatre Arts program?

PM:

I think it was really, really hard. I mean, all of our meetings being on Zoom, you know, first of all
– when they’re used to being in a room, and being able to talk things through. Yeah, and me
being a brand-new administrator – I’m sure that I didn’t do a very good job, in terms of saying,
“What do you need? What kind of mental health can we do?”
What I tried to do was, “Let’s err on the side of safety.” I mean, the worst, worst thing would
have been to say, “No, you’ve got to come to class; you’ve got to do this.”
I had a former student in Hawai‘i, that I found out died of COVID. And it’s just because they
weren’t vaccinated. And you know, we’re not allowed to know if our students are vaccinated or
not. So, you know, yeah – it was terrible; but at the same point, I mean, luckily (knock on wood)
[knocking sound] as of now, we can say everybody’s gotten through it, you know, in one way,
shape or form.
So, I think it has taken a huge toll. And not only on kind of the mental health, but the artistry. We
found this year that even as the faculty think, “Oh, I know how to ride a bike; I can just kind of
jump on into it,” there still is a little bit of a, “Oh, wait a minute; how do we do this?” And
definitely in terms of production, we maybe did not take into account that the students who
usually got their real education simply by working on shows: that kind of apprenticeship type of
learning – they’re way behind. So, as much as we want to jump into it and build these huge sets,
our students are not at that place.

[23:59]
And so, this year has been a real conundrum of kind of going, “But we thought we could do this,”
and, “What are we going to have to cut back on? Where do we have to slow down a little bit?”
And, “What are some of the things that we forgot about, you know, just kind of weird things
about the buildings, and about the lights, and the sound systems?” That you know, we say, “Oh,
yeah – we haven’t done this in a while.” [Laughs] And then you go, “Oh, yeah – that doesn’t
really work there anymore, does it? Yeah.”
TW:

So, as a USU administrator, how did you feel the communication amongst the, you know, central
administration, the university’s Covid Task Force, the Department Head Exec Council – how did
you, as a department head, felt the communication and support with that effort? And your
program, your faculty, your students – how did that go in that first academic year (I guess we’re
talking now Spring of 2021)?
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PM:

Yeah. I’m probably not the best person, because I was new. And it would take me a long time to
figure out, “Why am I not getting,” you know, I would hear that, “Oh, other people are getting
communication.” But it’s because you’re new, you’re not on the list anymore. And those are the
kind of things that I think kind of fall through cracks.
But at the dean level, Dean Nardo has been incredibly patient and helpful, and always willing to
listen. So, when I would become aware of something – if I would tell her, she would always get
right on it. So, I mean, I think kudos to her. And I know that when she would go to the Provost
that things got done, or at least answered, you know. So, I really think that everybody was trying
in the middle of this huge unknown.

[26:02]
I think everybody was keeping, you know, the experience of the students, and the safety of the
students foremost. I’ve heard, you know, some faculty, you know, maybe say, “Our mental health
is not, you know, kind of being taken into account.”
But certainly, from my standpoint, if a faculty member said, “I don’t feel safe going into the
classroom,” then I said, “Don’t go in; just don’t. It’s not worth your health for that,” you know?
“If anybody wants to say anything about it, come to me, you know; that’s fine.” But I’m not
going to make anybody do anything that they don’t feel comfortable doing.
TW:

So, going into the second full year of the pandemic, or the second academic year, which would be
this current one we’re in right now – if you were to compare and contrast your experiences from
your initial year here, at Utah State University, with the current one – what were the changes in
the Theatre Arts program that really stand out?

PM:

You know, it’s so hard because during the summer – so, we were doing the Lyric Repertory
Company during the summer. It’s the summer professional wing of the department. And in doing
that, we really had no idea what we would be allowed to do. In fact, we couldn’t even say for sure
we were doing it until very, very, very late in it. And that was just because the president and the
provost were waiting on guidance as to what they could allow or not.
When we finally got, “Okay, you can do it,” and we had to follow the COVID guidelines. And
then eventually, of course, COVID dipped so much that those guidelines kind of went, “Well, you
know, it’s okay.”

[27:55]
So, yeah – we did productions. We tried to follow best practices through Actors [Actors’] Equity
Association – you know, some of the theatre unions. So, performers would wear masks, except
when they were on stage; as soon as they went off stage, they would put their masks on. Tried to
keep them all in separate dressing rooms.
So, we had a very limited season, in terms of number of people. Usually we’d have at least a
couple of big shows. These shows only had two to four people in them. One show had 30 people,
but we did it with only one person on stage, and everybody else was filmed. [Laughs] So, it
became a three-hour one-man show, which is pretty amazing what they were able to do with that.
So, you know, coming out of that, and that was like – that ended the end of July – we’re all
feeling pretty good, everybody thinks this is going to be okay. And then we get back to school,
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and then things started to go bad again. So, yeah – we just kind of had to, you know, put the
masks back on, pivot back.
At that point – I don’t know, it kind of felt like, “Well, it’s okay; here we go again,” you know?
So, I think people were so used to doing it by that point, it didn’t cause the huge shock of that
probably spring, and even the fall of 2021 might have done (or [I should say] fall of 2020).
So, we really made it clear to everybody that if you want to do live performances, you need to
bubble. You just need to stay away from people; and they did. They did a really great job. If
somebody went down, you know, then we would just quarantine them. They would keep present
through Zoom, and we would just kind of fill in with whatever needed to happen.
[30:04]
One part that happened in that, is we were doing “Miss Bennet: Christmas at Pemberley” in
December (very, very beginning of December 2021), and one of the actresses got COVID. And
we were in shock because, I mean, everybody is just a breakthrough case. And we did have to
cancel one performance, even though through the guidelines we probably could have been
allowed to perform. But we talked to the cast and crew, and we said, “What do you feel?” And
they said, “We would rather be safe, so let’s cancel the performance. Let’s all get tested in the
morning, so we’ll get our tests back.”
And we had an assistant stage manager who knew the part well enough they could go on, on
book, and she fit the costume. So, the next night we went ahead and did the show with her, and
she did a fabulous job. I mean, she knew the intonation, and the dialect well enough that she
could more or less do the same performance.
And it’s that kind of thing that I think kind of showed the fortitude of our students with that.
We had some problems trying to do “A Christmas Carol,” also at the same time, where it was
almost assured during a four-week rehearsal period, somebody was quarantining at home, and
having to kind of Zoom in. So, you know, the director definitely lost a lot of time working with
them.
But you know, we got the show up safely – I want to stress that; it isn’t the idea that “the show
must go on.” I think we’ve all moved away from that. But the show must go on if it’s safe, and
people are willing to do that. So, we’ve tried to stay in pretty good contact with our students as
they’re working on these things.
For “The Moors,” we had a case where we were having a designer run; and five-ten minutes into
the run, somebody that was watching the show just got word that they tested positive. And so, we
just had to stop everything. They went out, and we basically said, “No, we’re just going to stop
the run right here; everybody get tested tomorrow (you know, as fast as you can). Cancel
tomorrow’s rehearsal too.” So, at least we got a couple days to figure out where everybody is.
[32:34]
And yeah, just really tried to keep in contact with the students that are at the heart of it all, and be
able to say, “How do you feel? Because if you don’t feel comfortable, we’re not doing it. And
that’s fine.” You know?
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TW:

In that case, did the Covid Containment Team contact members of the cast, and the director, and
work through that?

PM:

You know, what was a little strange on the designer one is, no, except I got contacted (as
department head) to say, “You have a faculty member who has tested positive.” But I did not get
contacted as a director who had been in a room with them. And again, maybe that was because,
“Hey, I’ve been vaccinated,” so you know, whatever the rules were at that point.
Later on, we had to deal with some issues, because one of the crew members tested positive. And
whereas everybody else did not get a Case Containment anything, except one of the other actors,
because they lived with that person. So, as a roommate, they said, “You need to quarantine.” And
we actually had to fight that, because he had already had COVID within 90 days.
So, it was one of the cases where the USU rules were not quite up to date with CDC guidelines.
So, going on the CDC website, we got ahold of Case Containment, and we said, “He just had it
30 days ago.” [Laughs] And then they went, “Oh, okay. That’s okay; he can be released.”
So, yeah - we had to deal with some of those things when the Case Containment did come up. We
just had to kind of double check what the rules really are. And certainly, if they said, “No, I’m
sorry; this is the way it is,” then boom – we would have canceled.

TW:

In the bigger productions, I mean you may already be doing this before Covid, but did you have
like an understudy for some of the major roles, so that if there was an outbreak, or if one
particular main actor had to be quarantined, somebody could step in their place?

[34:42]
PM:

You know, my understanding is that it had been more haphazard, you know; kind of more like,
“Well, if somebody would be willing to understudy.”
For the Lyric, for the summer, they would do understudies; but even then, you might have a gap.
You know, you might just not have the perfect “everybody is covered.” For this year, for Lyric,
everybody is covered. But they’re also in the shows, as well. So, there’s always going to be a
little bit of, “Hey, if somebody gets sick, who else is going to have to quarantine as well?”
Going forward, we’re actually discussing, “So, what do we want to do about understudies?” And
it’s such a difficult process. Me (personally) – I think understudying is one of the best
experiences that an actor can have. You learn that, you’ve got to do it. And I have some horror
stories from [other theatres] and places [laughing] of that.
So, you know, we do think that it’s a good skill to have; but at the same time, it puts too much
work on the design/tech, and even the director. If you have to try to rehearse people in a very
limited time already, and you’re going to take time away from that to try to rehearse your
understudies. And our runs just aren’t long enough.
I mean, at this point I would say if a show goes down, if somebody can’t just kind of step in (like
the assistant stage manager did), probably will have to cancel. We are not in a position to make
that part of our curriculum at this point. It would be great if we could.

TW:

This academic year, were there public performances for your productions?

PM:

Yeah.
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TW:

And did you have social distancing rules, or PPE rules? Or how did that work out?

[36:40]
PM:

Yeah. So, we did. We actually canceled our first show, at least in terms of actors. So, we turned it
into a technical show called “Introspection,” where the tech people that had been working on
projects from the year before, that had had to be canceled, they were kind of given a night that
they could kind of have a big light and projection show, and sound. So, that was actually kind of
cool. And we did have audiences. We asked the audiences to mask up and to socially distance;
but we could not force them to. That was the mandate from the legislature. So, it was more of a,
you know, we’re going to highly suggest it.
Then the next show we did was “Julius Caesar,” which we did (again) try to socially distance the
audience. So, in a house of 600, we had maybe 100-and-some, because we tried to space
everybody out. And we also closed off two of the furthest places, because it just didn’t work with
the staging.
And then “Pemberley,” we did the same thing. We tried to move all of our stuff out of the Black
Box, and onto the Morgan Stage so that we had more room for everybody. We did do – again, the
basic thing is: “Actors, if you’re on the stage, you can take your mask off to act. Get off stage, put
it back on; try to sit away from people.” The director and stage manager, and all of them, “Sit at
tables, stay apart, wear your mask.” So, we tried to follow those basic protocols.
And same with “Christmas Carol.” For “Christmas Carol,” because it was in the Lyric (this was
in December) – we did start to take away the social distancing within the audience, or at least
they had the option for it. And part of that was because in the community, that’s kind of what had
been happening for a very, very long time.

[38:50]
So, we had a little bit of feedback, blowback where people would go, “Well, why do we have to
wear a mask here?” Or, “Why do we have to social distance, when all these other places are not
in town?” So, you know, we just had to say, “Well, we’re the university, we’re a different
ballgame, and these are our hopes, our suggestions with it.”
And “The Moors” – yeah, so even for “The Moors” and for “Getting Near to Baby,” our last
show, we did start to take away the social distancing in the audience. Again, we tried to have
masks ready to hand out, we tried to tell the audience, you know, “If you feel uncomfortable, you
know, please do this.”
Yeah, so that’s – but I think at this point, we’re kind of going down. But we, as a department, still
– we want to get through this year [laughs]. And we have one more show: “9 to 5: the Musical.”
So, everybody is still wearing their masks in classes. They’re still trying to, you know, keep apart
from each other. So, for us it’s kind of like, “Keep our eyes on the prize; let’s just get through this
one.”
TW:

Public performances returned: how is the audience? I mean, was the attendance up? Was it down,
initially? Has it improved over time?

PM:

I don’t have the institutional knowledge; but I have tried to look back at previous shows. I think
the hard part here is that our audience base is so insular right now. It has nothing to do with Covid
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[COVID]; but it’s just our marketing does not reach out far enough to try to bring people in. So,
it’s kind of hard to compare. “Caesar” did better than “Pericles,” which was our last Shakespeare
show, two years before. But it’s “Caesar,” and it’s “Pericles.”
[40:50]
[Laughing] So, I don’t know, you know.
TW:

[??] would be proud.

PM:

Yeah. But you know, “Pemberley” actually did better than what most do; that’s probably because
it was a Christmas show. “Christmas Carol” did not have as many people as we’d hoped; but it
was the first time that the Lyric had actually done a show outside of the summer. So, it was an
inaugural production; it just gave us a baseline, now, to kind of go off of.
I think “9 to 5” will be a good bellwether, you know, especially with COVID dipping right now;
it’s a big musical, people know the title. So, yeah – I think that will be a good one to kind of see.
And the Lyric, for the summer – because we’re kind of getting back to normal programming –
will those audiences come back? Are they coming back from Arizona, or not?
That was a bad thing is they canceled the recruiting trip that we do, to go down to Arizona, and
talk to the Summer Citizens program. So, that could have a bad effect on the attendance this
summer too. We’ll just have to see.

TW:

One question I forgot to ask – here, at the library, Facilities, and the Janitorial Services really
upped their game during the initial outbreak, subsequent pandemic. What was it like over in the
Theatre Arts with the, you know I guess, practice rooms, the cast rooms – what did they do, do
you remember?

PM:

You know, we did a lot of our own. Bruce Duerden, who was the interim department head in that
fall of 2020 – he did a great job of, you know, getting department protocols, getting as much –
you know, we have sprayers (the electro-static spray); we had cleaning gear. Production Services
had also done a great job of kind of stocking us with everything. So, we tried to have gloves,
masks, hand sanitizer, wipes, everything we could. And I think our people did a good job of
wiping down anything they touched. So, I think they got pretty well-trained on that.

[43:11]
In terms of Facilities, I actually don’t know if they changed, how often they were cleaning, and
stuff. So, yeah – I’m not a good person to ask on that one.
TGRW: So, just briefly, how many shows (in total) have you held during the pandemic, as department
head?
PM:

I guess that’s where it would be a little bit different as to whether they were public or not? I
mean, they were showings –

TGRW: Yeah.
PM:

So, some of those Zoom productions, in the beginning, were showings. And some were public; if
we paid the royalties for them, then we were allowed to do them publicly. Actually, yeah – thank
you for bringing that up.
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So, we also started a whole new, kind of performance series: a play reading series. It was kind of
based on what we did with “Our Town,” except we were doing the plays in one week, so the
students can kind of get an industry-standard experience. Because if you do a play reading at a
professional theatre, you have about three-four days to practice, and then you do one or two
performances.
TGRW: Um-hmm?
PM:

So, we’ve actually started that. And boy, I totally forgot about that. We did five in a row, in the
spring of 2021. So, we did one week: a show; next week: a show; next week: a show. So, that was
a way to get the actors more work during that. So, we did like five right then and there. And then
we did “Fusion;” then we’ve done “Caesar,” “Christmas Carol,” “Pemberley,” “Moors,” “Getting
Near to Baby,” I’ve lost count on those. Each of those had between six and seven performances,
each, I think.
Plus, the summer for the Lyric Rep, where we did four shows in – five, really, with “Interact.”
And then we did a Spotlight concert. So, we had like five to six shows for production – it’s hard
to say. Productions, each of those had about five to six performances, each, except for the
Spotlight concert, which only had one.

[45:32]
TGRW: Is that down from normal?
PM:

Yeah, yeah. Normally, there would be, I believe, between maybe seven to nine performances
each. And so, this coming summer, our Spotlight will also have two performances, which is – I
mean, we’re actually making it bigger.

TGRW: Okay. So, just to revisit a point you mentioned earlier – as part of the students’ desires to
perform, you’ve been requesting, you know, “Stay isolated, go into your own bubble,” because
that’s what it will take to get a performance on. Have you noticed any particular cost on students
for that, where students are social distanced beyond their education?
PM:

Because I don’t teach them every day –

TGRW: Um-hmm?
PM:

But our teachers have been, I think, very good about trying to notice things. And so, I know in
their area meetings, they will bring up, “Do we have any students of note? Anybody that we
should talk to? Do you see anybody having problems?” And so, they’re trying to be very
proactive about that. Some students have come to talk to me.
We tried – we wanted to kind of reinvigorate our Theatre Student Association, which has kind of
died. And one of the things that the people that talked to me about doing that was, “We need the
social aspect again.” That’s what they wanted it to focus on. But because that was, you know,
during this last fall, everything kind of fell apart with that again.
But it would be my hope to kind of get that going again, definitely in the fall. Because from what
I heard, that was something that they really missed and needed, was the comradery with that as
well. Yeah, I probably don’t have a day-to-day feel on it, especially being new; they didn’t
immediately come to me with anything.
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[47:48]
TGRW: Do any specific measure come to mind for how students have been accommodated? Because you
mentioned, you know, that you had this whole big gap between sophomores and juniors, students
who have been delayed, students who have been affected by altered education, or just you know,
this whole lost generation.
PM:

Um-hmm.

TGRW: What measures are you aware of that were taken?
PM:

You know, if anybody was in quarantine, then we turned the Zoom screen on, so that even if they
were missing class, they could still be there to watch. I don’t know how much participation they
did with that. I just recently substituted for a class, and we had one person on Zoom. And I’m
like, “Do you want to do the exercise?” And they’re like, “No, I don’t feel good.”

[Laughter]
You know, so.
What I have tried to do, as department head, is to make up for their lost time. So, a lot of the
COVID money, the CARES Act money that I wrote for was to try to get some of these
experiences back: in terms of professional workshops to come in – because they missed out on
some of those things; the professional guest artists, you know, so that they could work with them.
One of the things that we got was a combat certification teacher to come in, and that is not the
norm – they might have done it a few times in the past. But we were able to bring him in, he did
his 30 hours with whoever, and I opened it up to anybody that had had the training: so, juniors or
seniors. And the students that took advantage of that did get certified in single sword. So, that’s
something that probably would not have happened, because it was not funded through the normal
Visiting Guest Artist series. But the CARES money helped with that.
I think we’ve done a ton of guest artist people coming in. It’s going to be kind of sad, because
we’re not going to have that money going forward. So, the students that come after are not going
to get as much of that. So, I think there was a bit of a balance. I don’t know if, you know, the
students recognize that. But they definitely got a lot more master classes than, I think, people
before and after them will get.
[50:23]
TGRW: Um-hmm. You had discussed the adaptation of masks into costume design –
PM:

Um-hmm.

TGRW: Were there any other significant ways you saw students, or faculty adapting Covid into what their
daily work was?
PM:

Hmm, good question; let me think here. [Speaking softly, to self] Into their daily work? Into their
daily work?
Without being there, I guess I don’t have answer. As an acting teacher, I have to imagine that:
yes, they did. I know when I taught online, through Zoom, at the University of Hawai‘i, I had to
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find a way to make this work, you know. And actually, created a lot more video content, and a lot
more video assignments that they would do.
They got a lot more individual attention from me, because we weren’t in the class. So, to make
sure that they weren’t falling behind, and because I can’t see them on the Zoom screen so well, I
scheduled a lot more outside of class time to meet with them individually. I don’t know that they
did that here; I hope so. But that, to me, just kind of seemed like a norm as a teacher, is to just
make sure and to check in with everybody.
And yeah, I guess what I would say in terms of acting work, specifically (again, I don’t know
about the other areas) – but the pivot from stage acting, to film acting had to happen if you were
on Zoom. You’ve got a camera there, so you have to kind of go, “Okay, we just need to navigate
what this is now.” Rather than what, you know, the whole, big space is.
[52:19]
So, I know (again) when I taught acting, it was, “Let’s think about where the camera is; let’s
think about your scale and scope of your performance.”
TGRW: So, you were on sabbatical, you come to work at Utah State; you’d said that, you know, that there
was a lot of relearning once you got back into the theatre, you know.
PM:

Um-hmm.

TGRW: Where did the lights go?
PM:

[Laughs]

TGRW: Where people should stand – was there any part of that that you noticed either good habits or bad
habits from having that break away from in-person in-theatre work, that students, or faculty, or
the tech – anything [??] kind of were able to break away from the way things were done, to a new
way of doing things?
PM:

Yeah.

TGRW: Or getting used to Zoom?
PM:

You know, I think the answer for that will happen in another year or two, really. To see whether –
I think the impulse is go back to the way it was. And what I did notice is the students and
everybody was hungry, you know, we were hungry: “We just want to do the work.” So, you
know, “Let’s get to it.”
Like the actors that I just worked with in “The Moors,” they learned their lines quick. They were
there every, single night. I mean, it was just like, “We want to do this.” Instead of, you know, and
it’s kind of normal in any kind of acting program that you get tired, and you just start to go – you
know, or if I’m not super excited about a project. But I didn’t see that at all. And I think for all of
the other ones that I’ve seen, everybody was 100% invested. So, I think that having that forced
break made them want it even more.

TGRW: Um-hmm.
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PM:

In terms of procedures and stuff – yeah; in terms of technical timelines and all of that – that’s
where I think maybe there was a – the old way of doing it may not work. And so, we’re actually
going to do a deep dive and say, “What needs to change, so that we are more functional in getting
the shows put on with that?”

[54:40]
Because I think whether it was students just didn’t know how to do some things, or whether they
bit off more than they can chew; but you know, we don’t want them staying up all night, nights
on end, trying to get the lights programmed, you know?
TGRW: Yeah.
PM:

So, something went wrong in that. Is that because of COVID? I have no way of knowing right
now. But as we look at our procedures, we will try to make them better. And if that happened
because of COVID, well okay; cool.

TGRW: So, wrapping up here – so, you talked about the development of digital sets as, you know, a
happy accident of the pandemic; master class: another happy accident, where students got more
individual attention. Now some of that, obviously, you see continuing forward, and some of it
you don’t.
PM:

Um-hmm.

TGRW: What are some specific examples of the greater program changes you’ve seen, lessons you’ve
learned from the pandemic, on the whole, that you’d like to carry forward?
PM:

Care about everybody’s health; teamwork – even though that was number one before the
pandemic, I think it’s got to be even more important here. I saw people taking care of each other a
lot more, and I think that that is going to come through. I think that there is some industry
standard changes that are happening that will not even trickle down, but that we need to jump on.
I don’t know if you’re aware of – there’s a paper called “We See You White American Theatre.”
And that is where a lot of professional theatre, and non-professional theatre companies have kind
of been called out for what seemed like unfair business practices. So, especially at the university
level, we need to look at those and say, “Is this just the way it’s always been done? Should we
change that? Can we change that? What does that mean for us, going forward?”

[56:57]
So, I think all of those things. That larger discussion is one that we must be right in the middle of;
how much can we change it? It’s a little bit limited, simply because of who our demographics are.
I think that care of people changes the amount of workload is expected. [It] kind of comes also
down from the industry itself, too. But we do have to say that idea of, “The show must go on,” at
what expense? You know? And if it is at people’s health, then we have to change whatever our
procedures and protocols are for doing it anymore. We can’t just kind of keep doing it the way
that it’s always been done.
So, I think we’re right at the beginning of changes, and what that’s going to do? I don’t really
know. How fast can we do them? I don’t really know. But I think it’s kind of an exciting time to
be at the front of that (I hope), you know?
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TGRW: Okay.
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your and the Theatre Arts department’s experience
with the Covid pandemic?

PM:

Just I’m really impressed with our faculty and our students, especially, in how they’ve dealt with
this. It would be so easy to just lay it down and just walk away, and say, “I’m going to go be an
accountant,” you know, or something else. But to persevere during this time: it takes a lot of guts,
and it takes a lot of soul-searching, I think, for why we do what we do. And yeah, I’m just really
– I’m very impressed with them, with how they’ve kept strong during this.

TW:

Dr. Mitri, I’d like to thank you for your time this afternoon, discussing your experiences with the
Covid pandemic.

PM:

Thank you.

[End recording – 59:14]
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